The National Health Services of the United Kingdom has estimated that 70-80% of all health care decisions affecting diagnosis or treatment involve a pathology investigation [1] . Yet, laboratory medicine, let alone clinical biochemistry, is not a part of the undergraduate medical curriculum of many medical schools.
The style of presentation of this book is unusual and may even be unique. It is written as answers to about 150 FAQs or frequently asked questions. The questions are preceded by a chapter on reference ''ranges'' (sic) and abnormal results. Subsequent chapters cover the most common areas of concern to the laboratory: allergy, arthritis and inflammation; anaemia; cancer; cardiovascular disease and hypertension; infection, diabetes; diarrhoea; drug safety and monitoring; gynaecology; infection; kidney function and electrolyte disorders; liver function tests; thrombosis and anticoagulation; and thyroid disorders. Each chapter is divided into sections in which the FAQs are found. The answer to each question is a summary of current thinking and ends with a succinct ''point(s) to note'' and a useful reading list.
While the coverage is comprehensive, there are the inevitably questions that those from outside the UK may wish to pose but which are not asked in the book. This is to be expected since FAQs will differ in various parts of the world. For example, the tests for dengue fever, a potentially fatal infection in many countries, are not presented since it would be of less importance for a primary care doctor in the UK. While the usefulness of certain tests for screening is discussed, it may have also been helpful if a chapter on screening in the primary care setting, with its pros and cons, was included.
The preparation of this book has systematically involved all the major bodies in laboratory medicine, inter alia, the Royal College of Pathologists, the Royal College of General Practioners, national associations of clinical biochemistry, medical microbiology and haematology. The guidance notes are the product of a wide-ranging consensus obtained with a well defined search strategy, rather than being the views of the authors alone. This is Level 4 evidence which is less robust than that based on randomised control trials because not many of these have been done in clinical biochemistry.
The intellectual challenge for laboratories is no longer just to produce good quality test results but, increasingly, to ensure the effective use of tests. Specialists in laboratories are now seen as an integral part of the health-care team. The authors are a chemical pathologist, a medical microbiologist and a haematologist, specialists who would cover three of the four major disciplines in a diagnostic laboratory. It is convenient that the common questions faced in each of these disciplines are discussed within a single volume. This book should be a useful update to anyone who either works in a clinical laboratory or uses its services.
